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Figs are remarkable not only for
their unusual fruits, quite distinct
from any other, but also for their
relationship with a group of
wasps in which different species
pollinate different fig species.
The relationship is symbiotic, as
the figs are pollinated by the
wasps but the insects lay their
eggs in some of the flowers that
form a food source for the larvae.
A new study has looked at this
relationship and is reported in
the Proceedings of the Royal
Society, published online. The
team, led by Nina Ronsted at
Kew Gardens in London, and
colleagues at the University of
Minnesota, Imperial College,
London, Trinity College, Dublin
and the University of Arizona at
Tucson, describe the association
as ‘the most extreme example of
specialisation in a
plant–pollinator interaction’.
But one outstanding question
is whether the wasp pollinators
have co-diverged among
themselves as their fig hosts
have also diverged to create the
current estimate of 750 species
in the tropical and sub-tropical
regions of the world. The new
study, analysing comprehensive
molecular phylogenetic trees
with fossil data to generate
independent age estimates for
fig and wasp pollinator lineages,
suggests that both partners have
co-diverged.
Identifying 10 pairs of
congruent clades, the
researchers believe they have the
first “unparalleled example of
plant–insect co-divergence over
geological times, and for at least
the past 60 million years.” This
ancient link may have pushed
both partners along a distinctive
path of divergence and mutual
dependence.
Figs might fly: New research has revealed just how evolutionarily tied up figs are with their specialist insect pollinators. For
more than 60 million years, some species of fig and their pollinating wasps have being co-diverging from each of their
associated lineages. (Picture: Photolibrary.)
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